Phenytoin toxicity and hepatic encephalopathy: simulation or stimulation?
Two cases of phenytoin toxicity in patients with chronic liver disease who were taking 300 mg phenytoin daily are described. Each patient developed encephalopathy, characterized by confusion, disturbed conscious state, asterixis, and nystagmus, which was resistant to treatment with protein restriction, lactulose, and neomycin, but responsive to withdrawal of phenytoin. We suggest that the phenytoin did not precipitate hepatic encephalopathy, but caused an encephalopathy that mimicked it. We recommend that phenytoin be used cautiously in patients with liver disease, and that the drug's unbound serum level be measured if encephalopathy occurs.